Severe metabolic complications from theophylline intoxication.
Theophylline is commonly used in the treatment of bronchospastic lung disease. In addition to gastrointestinal and cardiac dysfunction, hypokalaemia, lactic and ketoacidosis can complicate theophylline overdose. Clinicians frequently fail to identify theophylline's role when complications develop. A case of an 80-year-old man who developed profound metabolic disturbances while hospitalized is presented. The typical causes of these abnormalities were absent, theophylline levels were elevated, and the patient recovered after theophylline was held. Based on our case and review of the literature, we discuss the reasons why theophylline toxicity is under-recognized, and propose mechanisms for the rare metabolic abnormalities identified in this case. A high index of suspicion for theophylline toxicity should be maintained and it should be considered when unexplained acidosis or hypokalaemia occur.